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WHAT IS THE NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL ON AGING? 


The National Advisory Council on Aging (NACA) was created by Order-in-Council 
on May 1, 1980 to assist and advise the Minister of National Health and Welfare on 
issues related to the aging of the Canadian population and the quality of life of 
seniors. NACA reviews the needs and problems of seniors and recommends 
remedial action, liaises with other groups interested in aging, encourages public 
discussion and publishes and disseminates information on aging. In carrying out 
its responsibilities, NACA also works closely with the Minister of State for Seniors. 


The Council has a maximum of 18 members from all parts of Canada. 
Members are appointed by Order-in-Council for two- or three-year terms and are 
selected for their expertise and interest in aging. They bring to Council a variety of 
experiences, concerns and aptitudes. 
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NACA BELIEFS 


NACA believes that: 


e Canada must guarantee the same rights and privileges to all its citizens, 
regardless of their age. 


e Seniors have the right to be autonomous while benefitting from 
interdependence and to make their own decisions even if it means "living at 
risk". 

° Seniors must be involved in the development of policies and programs and 


these policies and programs must take into account their individuality and 
cultural diversity. 


® Seniors must be assured of adequate income protection, universal access to 
health care, and the availability of a range of programs and services in all 
regions of Canada that support their autonomy. 


NACA’S POSITION IN BRIEF 


The growth in the percentage of older seniors (80+) within the senior population is 
one of the most striking socio-demographic developments in recent years. The 
presence of these "survivors", the majority of whom are women, presents a special 
challenge to Canadian society to assure that the quality of their last years can be 
maintained as much as possible. Little is known, however, about older seniors, the 
changes that occur in their lives, their strengths, their concerns and wishes and 
their particular needs. In this position paper, NACA focuses on the issues that 
have the greatest impact on the quality of the lives of older seniors and makes 
specific recommendations for each one. 


In short, NACA recommends that: 
ak With regard to income, 


The remaining poverty among oldest seniors be eliminated so that all have incomes 
above the low-income cut-off level. 


2 With regard to wellness, 


The older senior population be included as an appropriate target group in wellness 
activities and that the usefulness of these activities for the 80+ be demonstrated, 
both to older seniors and to health and social service professionals. 


3: With regard to physical health, 


Regional geriatric assessment and treatment units be developed; health care 
services provided to older seniors be monitored to ensure that they really 
contribute to their quality of life; health professionals be informed about problems 
related to medication use among the 80+ and that older seniors and their 
caregivers be encouraged to learn about the medications consumed by seniors, to 
question health care professionals on their use and to report side effects; health 
care professionals be trained to assess incontinence and to counsel patients about 
its treatment and management. 


4. With regard to mental health, 


Health care professionals be trained to deal with older seniors’ mental health 
problems, in particular depression; community resources be developed to support 
the families of persons with dementia; care facilities make the necessary 
adaptations to respond to the special needs of these individuals. 


5 With regard to residential situations, 


Low-cost supportive housing options that are adapted to the needs of the 80+ be 
developed; communities maintain lists of reputable persons to do home 
maintenance; appropriate counselling be offered to help older seniors evaluate the 
financial options to draw income from their homes; home support services be 
developed that are integrated with institutional and other community services 
through a single entry point, and include palliative care for seniors who wish to 
die at home; individualized client assessments be used in designing care and 
service plans in long-term care facilities; environmental conditions, staffing levels 
and training of personnel in long-term care facilities respond to the needs of their 
clients; couples be permitted to continue living together or in close proximity in 
facilities, as appropriate, even if only one requires admission; community 
institutions facilitate the access of residents of long-term care facilities to their 
services or activities; services in long-term care facilities respect the values and 
traditions and assure communication with residents who are members of native or 
ethnic communities. 


6. With regard to transportation and mobility, 


Design changes be made to roadways, intersections and highway signs, and proper 
maintenance of sidewalks and bus-stops be ensured to improve the safety of older 
seniors; public transportation systems and adapted transportation systems for 
disabled seniors be made more widely available, particularly in small towns and 
rural areas; driver refresher courses be widely available to the 80+ who wish to 
continue driving with periodical testing of their visual acuity and their reaction 
time in complex situations. 


7. With regard to interpersonal relations, 


Older seniors who are caregivers to their spouses be supported by community 
services; the recently widowed 80+, in particular widowers, be offered counselling 
and practical support; formal services providers recognize the limits in the 
capacities of children, other relatives and friends as informal caregivers and that 
some older seniors do not have reliable sources of informal support; assumptions 
about norms of family support in native and ethnic communities do not limit the 
provision of adequate and culturally sensitive care and support services. 


8. With regard to ethical issues, 


The rights of older seniors to live "at risk" be respected; forms of abuse involving 
older seniors be recognized and methods developed to deal with it; public debate 
be encouraged to clarify standards concerning ethical issues and necessary 
mechanisms be put in place to implement the resulting decisions. 


THE NACA POSITION ON CANADA’S OLDEST SENIORS: 
MAINTAINING THE QUALITY OF THEIR LIVES 


INTRODUCTION 


A certain aura surrounds the oldest members of Canadian society. They are the 
"survivors", defined here as those 80 and over, who have been able to maintain a 
relative degree of autonomy and quality of life despite their venerable age. 
Queries are often made about the secrets of their endurance, of their successful 
aging. Answers vary from special diets to exercise routines, forms of mental 
hygiene or basic health habits. Yet little is known about the lives of the very old 
today, how they are changing and what they are likely to be tomorrow.'** 


Lack of knowledge and understanding has led to many misconceptions 
about older seniors. Age stereotypes abound, perhaps because the physical aspects 
of their aging are often more striking than among younger seniors. Although 
individual differences are often glossed over, we know that this sub-group of older 
seniors is not homogeneous, nor is it static. In many ways, it is more diverse than 
any younger age group because its members have had so many years to become 
distinctively "what they are". This diversity will surely grow in the future.’ 


The simple fact that older seniors, as we define them, were all born before 
1913, means that they have lived through certain historical periods and events that 
influenced them to varying degrees. They experienced social and cultural 
revolutions, times of great economic prosperity as well as serious adversity, wars, 
extraordinary technological developments, and so on. Older seniors have an 
experience of life that may have resulted for some in an enviable level of wisdom 
and a philosophical perspective on life. Others may have simply been victims of 
life’s experiences or passive observers who remained at the surface of events. 


There are some conditions that are more prevalent in this age group than in 
other groups. This is the age group where losses are often experienced most 
intensely: loss of autonomy due to physical or cognitive disability; loss of friends 
and older relatives, some of whom may have been primary or secondary caregivers 
to the older senior; and, for many, loss of familiar surroundings. With advancing 
years, these losses accumulate and may become increasingly onerous. 


Income is a problem for some. Most older seniors have been out of the 
labour market for at least 15 years. They must depend on savings and investment, 
on private pensions, on the generosity of family members or on a transfer of public 
funds. The rising cost of living makes older seniors who live alone in 


+s All notes are presented at the end of the text. 
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unsubsidized housing, the great majority of whom are women, particularly fearful 
about their future financial security since housing represents a large proportion of 
their budget.’ 


Older seniors are also more likely to be increasingly vulnerable and 
dependent on others, whether family members, friends, community organizations 
or public services. Many may require substantial care and special assistance to 
support them in the community. Others may need to enter a long-term care 
facility. 


Transportation can be a particularly difficult problem for older seniors. 
Those who drove automobiles earlier in life are often not able to continue because 
of declining health. Many older seniors are dependent on public transportation, 
taxis or the willingness of others to help them get to needed resources and to visit 
with friends. Some find the costs excessive for their limited budgets. The situation 
of older seniors in rural areas is particularly difficult because public transportation 
is often not available outside of cities. Canada’s ever-changing climatic conditions 
may make it extremely difficult for older seniors to leave their homes in the winter. 
Others never go out after dark because of visual deterioration or fear for their 
safety.” 


After a brief portrait of the older senior, this paper will focus on the issues 
that NACA sees as having the greatest impact on older seniors. These are the 
elements that contribute in a very basic way to the quality of their lives. They 
include economic security, wellness, physical and mental health, living 
arrangements, transportation and mobility, interpersonal relations and ethical 
considerations. Most sections will be introduced by quotes from older seniors 
interviewed in an informal consultation carried out by Council members. These 
quotes illustrate the wide diversity between individuals. 


1b PORTRAIT OF THE OLDER SENIOR 


In many ways, older seniors are virtual trail-blazers. Never before in the history of 
humanity has such a large proportion of individuals, overwhelmingly female, 
survived to such advanced ages. 


Certain socio-demographic factors have been found to favour longevity. 
These include having ancestors who were particularly long-lived, being a first born 
in a family, attaining a higher than average educational level and occupational 
category, having a smaller than average number of children and having an intact 
marriage that provides emotional and practical support.° 


Other studies have found that the long-lived tend to have strong 
personalities and a higher than average IQ, to be optimistic, to have a sense of 
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humour, to be involved in meaningful activities and to cope intelligently with life’s 
problems.’ 


In 1991, there were 3,700 centenarians in Canada. Their numbers are forecast 
to surpass 7,400 by 2011 making them the fastest growing age group in the 
country. Centenarians together with those 80-99 represented about 2% of the total 
population of Canada and about 21% of the population 65+ in 1991. The rate of 
increase of the population 80+ was over four times that of the general population 
between 1975 and 1986, while the growth of the population 65+ was about three 
times that of the total population. According to Statistics Canada’s middle-range 
projections, in 2011, the 80+ will represent over 4% of the total population of 
Canada and over 28% of the population 65 or over.® 


The decrease in mortality rates is an important factor in explaining the 
increase in the numbers of the very old, especially in the past two decades. In 
1986, the life expectancy for people celebrating their 75th birthday was 9 years for 
men and 12 years for women.’ 


The "feminization" of old age is striking. In 1991, there were 169 women for 
every 100 men aged 80-84, 209 women per 100 men in the 85-89 age group and 274 
women for every 100 men aged 90 or over.” 


2. ECONOMIC ISSUES 


I have it a lot better than when I was young, thanks to my 
government pension. You know, then I was never sure how much 
money was coming in each month. (85-year-old married man) 


I don’t have much since I have been in the home. Only $90 a month 
to get by on is not enough. (86-year-old widow in a nursing home) 


My income is adequate for my basic needs. But that is because I 
don’t go out in the evening or eat in restaurants because of my health 
problems. I can still buy books and go to some movies. 

(80-year-old single woman) 


Among the conditions necessary to maintain one’s quality of life at any age, 
economic security is certainly one of the most basic, since it is a prerequisite for 
access to many other resources and to a sense of security. In fact, in 1991, fully 
one-quarter of community-dwelling seniors 80+ said they feared that their income 
and investments would not continue to meet their future needs."’ This fear is all 
the more noteworthy since this is a cohort of seniors who have, for the most part, 
been used to living frugally and "making do" under conditions that were 
sometimes quite precarious or uncertain. 
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Although the economic situation of seniors in general has improved in the 
recent past, the income of older seniors remains lower than that of their younger 
counterparts. In 1990, the median income of seniors 65 to 69 was $14,432, whereas 
it was only $12,248 for those 75+. This puts older seniors very close to or beneath 
the low-income cut-off levels as determined by Statistics Canada, which vary 
between $10,000 and $14,000 for unattached persons, depending on the size of the 
community in which they reside.” 


Income levels among older seniors vary mainly according to gender and 
residential situation (living alone or with others). On both these counts, older 
women are at a disadvantage. The median income of women 75+ in 1990 was 
$11,717, whereas that of men 75+ was $13,598. Half of all women are widowed 
or divorced at 65 compared to 58% of men who are still married at 80. Since the 
majority of older seniors are unmarried females living alone, their limited income 
is even more stretched because they cannot economize by sharing any of the fixed 
costs of daily life (rent, food, etc.). According to the National Council of Welfare, 
50% of unattached women 75+ living alone or with non-relatives have incomes 
below the low-income cut-offs." 


Most of the income of older seniors comes from government transfers. In 
1990, these transfers represented the main source of income for 55% of men and 
68% of women 80+ living in the community. The proportion of individuals 
dependent on these transfers is greater among older groups. In 1990, for example, 
70% of those 90+, received a partial GIS (Guaranteed Income Supplement), 
meaning that their income, excluding OAS (Old Age Security), was less than 
$10,123 a year. At the same time, about 25% of seniors 90+ were receiving full GIS 
benefits, meaning that their only source of income was OAS. However, the 
combination of these two benefits (OAS and GIS) was not sufficient to bring an 
individual above the low-income cut-off level.” 


Many older seniors receive minimal or no benefits from either public or 
private pensions. In 1992, the average C/QPP (Canada/Quebec Pension Plan) 
benefit paid to male pensioners aged 85+ was about $185 while that of women of 
the same age was only $128. This is due to the fact that many seniors retired 
before C/QPP began paying out benefits in 1967, or contributed to the plans for a 
very short time and at less than the average wage. Many of today’s older seniors 
also worked at a time when private pensions were not widely available and almost 
never indexed. Very few had provisions for a surviving spouse. Private 
retirement pensions are the main source of income for only 20% of the men and 8% 
of the women in the 80+ age group.” 
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NACA recommends that: 


The remaining poverty among oldest seniors be eliminated so that 
all have incomes above the low-income cut-off level. 


3. WELLNESS 


It is very peculiar being over 100 ... and fun. I’m a rare breed, a 
museum piece. They bring people in to look at me. I would say that 
I have had a very good life. There have been bad times but I am 
happy now, although my health is slowly deteriorating. Last night, I 
went to hear my grand-daughter and her husband in a Gilbert and 
Sullivan musical. I was an actress and singer when I was young. 
They must get it from me.... 

(101-year-old widow living in a long-term care facility) 


You shouldn't be congratulated for living too long. It’s a question of 
endurance.... Nothing works properly in my body, from teeth to 
toes.... Old age is a form of punishment. The more you go on, the 
more you endure. I hate every minute of it. 

(87-year-old single woman living in a long-term care facility) 


I was born blind and have been living here for 40 years. Last year, I 
married a fellow resident who has cerebral palsy. I am happier than I 
have ever been in my life because Iam so much in love. Life is good 

to me now. (80-year-old woman living in a long-term care facility) 


Wellness is second in the constellation of issues affecting the quality of life of older 
seniors. The meaning of wellness goes far beyond the traditional medical 
definition of health as an absence of illness by adopting a global or "holistic" 
perspective of well-being. Being "well" is related to a "healthy lifestyle" 
encompassing the physical, mental, spiritual and emotional dimensions of life. The 
relative importance of these dimensions can vary widely between individuals and 
at different phases of their lifespan. As individuals move toward the end of their 
lives, many seem to work toward reaching a personal equilibrium between these 
dimensions that allow them to achieve a sense of integration. As E. Erikson put it, 
"It is through this last stage that the life cycle weaves back on itself in its entirety ... 
bringing into balance feelings of integrity and despair involving a review of and a 
coming to terms with the life one has lived."”” 


There is no one model of wellness. Individuals will necessarily draw on 
their cultural background, their past experiences and their personal preferences in 
making lifestyle decisions. They will be limited or supported in their choices by 
the concrete circumstances of their lives in finding their own way of being "well". 
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Some older seniors, for example, despite very serious physical limitations, achieve 
a remarkable quality of life by developing other dimensions of their lives. The 
"feisty" or "crusty" senior who verbalizes complaints and frustrations, may be using 
a self-assertive strategy that is quite effective, for that individual, in coping with 
life’s challenges. For other older seniors, developing a serene and positive 
philosophy of life while remaining optimistic is the preferred strategy. Religion or 
the spiritual dimension of life may be of great importance to some seniors in later 
life, while others may turn more toward humanitarian or artistic endeavours." 


Recognizing these individual "styles" and personal preferences, it is 
important that older seniors be offered the means to participate in activities 
promoting holistic wellness. These activities could include writing one’s memoirs 
or other forms of reminiscence, promoting self-awareness and self-esteem, 
enhancing learning or memory, cultural and spiritual enrichment, learning 
techniques of stress-reduction or relaxation, improving nutrition and lifestyle and 
increasing physical activity.” 


Although the importance of maintaining "wellness" is recognized with regard 
to younger seniors, its importance for those 80+ is sometimes overlooked. Health 
promotion and disease prevention measures have not been used widely enough 
with this age group and have not been adapted to their preferences and abilities. 
This remains true despite the fact that many of these measures have been shown to 
be beneficial for even the oldest members of the senior population. Many of the 
negative changes associated with advancing age are far more preventable and 
reversible than was previously thought. Barring some pathological condition, and 
providing regular exercise and use, physical and mental faculties can remain strong 
into very old age and work far better than was previously thought.” 


NACA recommends that: 


Activities intended to promote wellness within the general adult 
population include older seniors as an appropriate target group, 
taking into consideration the life situations, personal preferences 
and cultural backgrounds of the members of this age group. 


Older seniors be provided with information on the usefulness of 
wellness activities for persons of their age and encouraged to 
participate in these activities. 


Educational programs and ongoing training of health and social 
service professionals include the results of research on the 
effectiveness of promoting physical and mental lifestyle changes for 
older seniors. 
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4. PHYSICAL HEALTH 


I cannot do as much as before. I find my lack of energy particularly 
frustrating. Actually, my health is better than it was three or four 
years ago when I had a bleeding ulcer. Now, that’s under control. I 
discovered I had diabetes and that was brought under control as well 
with exercise and weight loss. I'm feeling very good, except for some 
minor back discomfort. I really have no worries for the future. 
(81-year-old widow living alone in her own home) 


My health is failing but Iam not obsessed by it. I had a rather 
severe heart attack that scared me a few years ago and I cannot play 
golf as well as I would like because of my eyesight and general 
"tiredness". I am also frustrated by the fact that my health problems 
have also curtailed my sexual activities. 


(82-year-old widower living in an apartment) 


Seniors frequently say that good physical health is a key to their quality of life and 
many express a fear of declining health as they grow older. Although not all of 
the very old are frail, the likelihood of chronic physical problems, disabilities, and 
certain forms of acute illness does grow with increasing years. Research suggests 
that the average person 85+ has three major chronic health problems for which he 
or she will eventually need health care services. These include cardiovascular 
diseases, diabetes, arthritis and chronic rheumatism, high blood pressure, 
respiratory diseases, and osteoporosis. Although mortality rates due to many 
chronic problems have dropped off in the past 40 years, there are more people than 
in the past with milder forms of disease who are living for longer periods with 
various disabilities and functional limitations.” 


Sensory and mobility problems are very prevalent among older seniors. 
Statistics Canada’s 1986 Health and Activity Limitation Survey (HALS) showed 
that 83% of seniors 75 to 84 and 89% of those 85+ report disabilities with regard to 
mobility and agility. Hearing disabilities were reported by 47% of those 75-84 and 
65% of those 85+. According to the 1991 HALS, 25% of seniors 85+ characterized 
their level of disability as moderate, whereas 64% found it to be severe.” 


Older seniors also tend to have many episodes of acute illness that may lead 
to chronic problems or disabilities. Among some of the most common are 
pulmonary and urinary infections, strokes and blood clots, heart disease, tumours, 
fractures and diseases of the digestive system.” 
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4.1 Geriatric Assessment and the Use of Acute Services 


Doctors don’t seem to want to be bothered with us oldsters and it’s 
annoying. The standard answer is: "Well you're nearly 90, what do 
you expect?” 

(89-year-old widower living in a seniors’ apartment complex) 


I was in good health after my retirement, but two strokes sent me 
here. A bout with shingles four years ago incapacitated me even 
more. I also have some problems of constipation and urinary 
incontinence. My false teeth also need constant adjustment so that I 
can continue to eat proper food. 

(87-year-old single woman living in a nursing home) 


Older seniors frequently have several concurrent health problems in addition to the 
social and psychological factors related to extreme old age which may complicate 
their situations. Rapidity in responding to their needs is often crucial in 
determining the outcome of interventions. Providing an adequate response to the 
multidimensional "bio-psycho-social" needs of older seniors requires a variety of 
geriatric services. Timely intervention often starts with interdisciplinary teams of 
health and social service professionals who do thorough assessments which include 
medical and non-medical factors, recommend treatment and orient seniors to 
appropriate services. Other geriatric services may include day or extramural 
hospitals, active geriatric units (short and medium stay), rehabilitation units, 
outpatient consultation services, and a variety of other outpatient services, — 
including post-hospitalization support programs.” 


The utilization levels of health care services, as measured by visits to 
physicians and frequency and duration of hospitalization, rise very rapidly among 
the oldest seniors. In provinces where efforts have been made to reduce the use of 
hospital services, these efforts have been the least effective among the 85+ where 
utilization levels have continued to rise. The very heavy use of hospital services, 
however, occurs in the last year of life. Research indicates that 20% of all the 
hospital days used by the elderly were used by those who died during the year. 
The length of the hospital stay of those who are dying was likely to be 18 or more 
days. Forty percent of the seniors considered "high users" of hospital care in a 
given year died, either in that same year or during the following year.” Little 
attention has been paid, however, to the issue of whether or not this use of services 
has led to real improvements in health status or in the quality of life of older 
seniors.”° 
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NACA recommends that: 


Geriatric assessment and treatment units or their equivalent, staffed 
by interdisciplinary teams, be provided in every region to act as a 
resource to the primary-care physician or family physician so that 
the complex and multiple health problems of older seniors can be 
addressed adequately. 


Health care services provided to older seniors be closely monitored 
to ensure that they are really most appropriate to improving their 
health status and quality of life. 


4.2. Medication 


Being 81 is not so great physically. I can’t walk more than two 
blocks because of acute vascular problems in my legs. I had breast 
cancer, cataracts and vein blockage repair. I can’t hear verbal 
exchanges on TV. I suffer from sciatica as well. I take pills for 
cancer, aspirin for vein blockage, anti-inflammatories and tylenol. I 
smoke and drink moderately." 

(81-year-old single woman living alone in an apartment) 


My health has never been very good. I was a premature baby and 
was always very thin and fragile. I have both glaucoma and 
cataracts. I also have very severe facial nerve pain. I take eight 
prescribed pills each day. 

(91-year-old widower living alone in his own home) 


Seniors generally are prescribed and use more medications than younger persons. 
Community surveys vary in the estimated number of prescription and over-the- 
counter medications the average senior takes, ranging from one to over eight per 
day. Older seniors may suffer the undesirable effects of medications for several 
reasons: they tend to take a larger number of medications over a longer period of 
time; their bodies use medications differently because of their age and this is often 
not reflected in recommended dosage levels and in the prescribing practices of 
physicians; and their level of compliance is often lower due to a lack of 
information, a fear of questioning physicians or pharmacists, or functional 
disabilities.” 


Taking several medications simultaneously increases the risk of unwanted 
interactions, in addition to other problems ranging in severity from dry mouths 
and sleepiness to dizziness, anemia, gastric haemorrhaging or severe cognitive 
problems.” 
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The excessive and inappropriate use of psychotropic medications, such as 
tranquillizers or sleeping pills, in the senior population, is considered by many to 
be the single most treatable condition of old age. The misuse of this kind of 
medication, which is especially prevalent in long-term care facilities, has been cited 
as a factor accelerating the decline in residents’ autonomy.” 


The very old are particularly at risk of non-compliance. They sometimes do 
not understand why they are taking medication and what its effect will be. They 
hesitate to question health care professionals. They are also particularly prone to 
errors in self-medication when medications of different colours, sizes and forms are 
prescribed simultaneously and when the scheduling of dosages is particularly 
complicated or inconvenient. Those who have arthritic fingers, whose hands 
tremble, or whose eyesight is very poor may also find it impossible to open the 
containers in which their medication is stored, to read the labels or to correctly use 
medications such as eye-drops. Problems of memory loss may also complicate 
matters. Research indicates that between 30 and 60% of seniors do not comply 
with their physician’s prescription in using their medications.” 


NACA recommends that: 


Physicians be educated about proper prescribing practices for the 
very old including alternatives to medication use. 


Health professionals be given information in their initial training or 
through continuing education programs on the problems of non- 
compliance of older seniors and the means to overcome them 
through information, assistance or monitoring. 


Older seniors and their caregivers be encouraged to learn about the 
medications consumed by seniors and to take an active role by 
questioning health care professionals and reporting side effects. 


Medication dosage levels appropriate to older seniors be determined 
by thorough testing. 


Compliance problems due to the labelling or packaging of 
medications be clearly identified and addressed. 


4.3 Incontinence 
I began having some problems holding my urine a few years ago. It’s 
gotten worse recently. In the morning I have to rush to get up after 
I wake up, otherwise I wet my bed. I'm afraid of falling when I move 


too fast. When my husband was alive he had the same problem. 
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When we would go out I tried to make sure we were sitting near the 
washroom so that he could get to it quickly. It was really difficult 
and we ended up not going out much. 

(87-year-old widow living alone in her apartment) 


Incontinence is one of the most psychologically disturbing health problems among 
older seniors. It can seriously limit mobility and lead to social isolation and 
depression due to embarrassment and shame. The prevalence of incontinence rises 
sharply with age. It has been estimated that it is a problem for 5 to 15% of seniors 
in the community and for 40% of hospitalized patients.” 


Along with dementia, incontinence is one of the major causes of admission 
into nursing homes. It is cited as a major difficulty for informal caregivers. 
Estimates indicate that approximately 75% of all residents of long-term care 
facilities are incontinent to some degree, whereas about half are assessed as being 
totally incontinent.” 


Research indicates that many community-dwelling seniors who are 
incontinent have not consulted a doctor about their problem. When incontinence is 
brought up with a health care professional, the problem is not always assessed and 
investigated properly and adequate counselling is not always provided on 
treatment and management.” 


Older seniors who are incontinent or their caregivers may adopt the use of 
absorbent materials prematurely, assuming that incontinence is a normal part of 
aging. In institutions, the use of indwelling catheters to cope with incontinence can 
lead to urinary tract infections, bladder atrophy or sphincter damage. Incontinence 
has been shown in 45% of cases to lead to increased skin infection and to pressure 
sores among the bed-ridden. Yet 80% of incontinence is estimated to be treatable 
and management techniques can help with the other 20% of cases. Behavioural 
management techniques include scheduled toileting and periodic reminders. 
Coping strategies like making toilet facilities more accessible and clothing more 
easily opened or removed have also been found to be effective.” 


NACA recommends that: 


Physicians and other health care professionals receive adequate 
training to identify and assess problems of bowel and/or bladder 
incontinence and to provide older seniors and their caregivers with 
information and counselling about the treatment and management of 
incontinence, including exercises, environmental adaptations and 
behavioural management. 
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s MENTAL HEALTH 


Mental health is a primary factor in the quality of life of older seniors. It is 
directly related to the individual’s capacity to remain autonomous in the 
community. It reflects the ability to cope with life’s challenges and to attain a level 
of self-fulfilment and life satisfaction.” Two of the most common and debilitating 
mental health problems among older seniors are depression and Alzheimer’s 
disease and related dementias. 


I guess the biggest advantage to being 94 is having lived during the 
most exciting time in history. I know so much and my brain 
functions well. That lets me argue with my grandchildren who are 
university graduates. Sometimes they think they have all the 
answers and I can say from experience: "It sounds good but it 
doesn’t work that way.” 

| (94-year-old widower living in a seniors’ residence) 


Being 81 is mentally fine, physically not so great. I don’t see people 
I don't wish to see. I don’t have to go to parties I dislike, I don’t 
have to use nail polish. I don’t have to get dressed-up unless I want 
to. I can be vocal. You mellow, you know. Very few things upset 
me now. I don’t get stressed often. I have disengaged from 
acquaintances and just concentrate on a few friends. 

(81-year-old single woman living alone) 


5.1 Depression 


When my wife died four years ago, I thought that there was no more 
reason for me to go on living. Things really looked black to me. My 
children and my brother and sister-in-law tried to help but I just 
didn’t feel anything anymore. I lost a lot of weight and slept all the 
time. My doctor gave me some medicine and, little by little, I began 
to take interest in life again. 

(92-year-old widower living in his own apartment) 


Although estimates vary, approximately 13% of community-dwelling seniors 85+ 
and 30-40% of seniors living in institutions have some degree of depression, 
making it one of the most prevalent psychiatric disorders in the elderly. Widely 
varying degrees of depression are found among older seniors, ranging from 
transitory depressive symptoms related to difficult life experiences such as 
widowhood, serious illness or the obligation to move into a long-term care facility, 
to critical states of major depressive disorders in which the individual's self-esteem 
is severely deteriorated.” 
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Depression is often underdiagnosed and undertreated. It is particularly 
difficult to diagnose among older seniors because it is "masked" by other problems 
such as insomnia, extreme fatigue, loss of libido, alcoholism and loss of appetite. 
When very elderly patients complain of various "non-specific" problems that do not 
seem to have a physical basis, physicians may exclude depression as a possible 
problem, in particular if they are unaware of its prevalence or consider its 
manifestations to be a normal part of aging. Older seniors often do not wish to 
admit to being depressed but prefer to talk about being anxious or nervous, having 
some physical problem or having difficulty remembering things or concentrating. 
Since physical illness may also often be an antecedent to depression among older 
seniors, physicians often focus on physical symptoms and neglect the depression. 
Depression, therefore, is often confused with dementia, anxiety neurosis, some 
other physical disorder or even normal age changes. The erroneous conclusion 
that an older senior’s problem is medical may lead to unnecessary testing and 
treatment, in addition to the negative consequences of lengthy hospital stays and of 
failure to treat the depression. Older seniors also tend to refuse psychiatric 
services because of the stigma attached to "emotional illness".”” 


NACA recommends that: 


Physicians and other health care professionals receive the proper 
training and opportunities for continuing education to enable them 
to recognize, assess and treat problems of mental health, in 
particular depression, among older seniors. 


5.2 Alzheimer’s Disease and Related Dementias 


I moved in here basically because of some minor problems. I'm OK 
because I still have “all my buttons" but I find my memory gaps 
maddening. I am beginning to forget words as well. That scares me 
a lot because I see what some of my friends have become in here. 
They began just like me, forgetting things. 

(86-year-old widow living in a long-term care facility) 


I forget things so often. Sometimes I can't remember why I’ve left 
one room and entered another. I try to make lists of things I need to 
remember but that doesn’t work either because I forget where I put 
the list. I really think I'm losing my mind. 

(82-year-old widow living in a long-term care facility) 


About 25-30% of seniors 80+ (40% of those 90+) have some type of dementia, 
defined as gross intellectual impairment having a major impact on the ability to 
function. The most common and well-known form of dementia is Alzheimer’s 
disease (AD), although others forms of dementia such as multi-infarct or alcohol- 
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related dementias also occur among older seniors. Approximately 200,000 
Canadians were diagnosed as having AD in 1991. According to current projections 
this number will more than double by 2011, rising to nearly 500,000 individuals in 
Canada.* 


Coupled with the increase in number is an increase in the length of time 
during which support will be needed, as the disease progresses much slower 
among seniors who begin to develop AD later in life (after 70) compared to those 
who begin to show symptoms before age 60. This presents a serious challenge to 
families and to the community service sector who recognize the challenges of 
caring for a person with AD at home. For families, the challenge is to maintain 
these seniors in a familiar living environment to enhance their quality of life and to 
maximize the opportunity for participation in meaningful activities while avoiding 
the burnout that this type of caring can entail. Many family caregivers also 
experience increased isolation from both family and friends as the number of 
visitors drops off because of increasing behavioural disruptions on the part of their 
care recipient.” 


For the community service sector, the challenge is to provide resources such 
as day care centres, senior centres and other respite-type services that are adapted 
to the special needs of persons with AD. These can represent a welcome relief to 
these caregiving families. It has been estimated, in fact, that approximately 20% of 
the clients of day care centres in Canada have some form of dementia and there is 
a serious lack of adequately trained staff to work with these clients.” 


Alzheimer’s disease also presents a major challenge to long-term care 
facilities since most people with this disease will spend at least a portion of their 
final years in an institutional setting. It has been estimated that over 50% of 
residents in these facilities have some form of dementia. Since most of these 
facilities were not planned to house individuals suffering from serious cognitive 
disabilities like AD, their physical design and programs and activities are rarely 
adapted to the needs of this clientele. Their staff has often not been appropriately 
trained. Issues such as the use of shared facilities between cognitively-impaired 
seniors and others who are not cognitively impaired, the burnout of staff working 
in "special dementia wards" and the use of physical or pharmaceutical restraints to 
control behaviourally disruptive demented patients have not as yet been resolved 
and require concerted research efforts.” 


NACA recommends that: 


Community resources such as day care centres and other forms of 
respite and support services be developed and staffed by individuals 
trained to support and enhance the informal caregiving of families 
of persons with AD or other forms of dementia. 
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Care facilities adapt their staff training, their programs and activities 
and their physical environments to the special needs of persons with 
AD or other forms of dementia. 


Increased funding be provided for both basic and applied research 
into the causes and treatment of AD or other forms of dementia. 


6. RESIDENTIAL SITUATIONS 


The residential situations in which older seniors live are extremely important for 
their well-being. Their mobility is often limited so that they spend much more 
time at home than younger seniors and they often lack the resources or the energy 
to transform unsatisfactory elements of their immediate environment. They are 
much more vulnerable to the conditions of their surroundings. To avoid excessive 
dependency older seniors need an environment that supports their independence 
or "enables them" to maximize their autonomy. The lack of an enabling 
environment adds to the older senior’s sense of dependency and to the public 
perception of their frailty. 


6.1 Housing in the Community 


We moved into this high-rise apartment building because we wanted 
to be close to lots of shops and amenities. If my wife's health 
continues to deteriorate we may need to move to a unit for 
handicapped persons so that her scooter can fit in. Coping with the 
two heavy doors in the basement parking area so she can get out to 
the street with her scooter is also really difficult. The result is that I 
need to drive her everywhere, whereas I know she would like to be 
independent. 

(80-year-old man living with his spouse in an apartment) 


It’s lonely living alone now that my husband is dead, but I like being 
surrounded by memories of him and of our life together. I also like 
having plenty of room when the children and grandchildren visit but 
it isn’t easy to keep the house clean and tidy the way I like it. 
(83-year-old widow living alone in her own home) 


The majority of older seniors continue to reside in the community and prefer to do 
so as long as possible. The proportion of seniors who live alone is rising, 
especially among the female poninaom: In 1991, over two-thirds of community- 
dwelling women 80+ lived alone.” Research has repeatedly shown that sharing 
one’s residence with another person increases the likelihood of mutual assistance. 
In fact, extreme old age and living alone are two factors that have 

been found to be closely associated with entry into a long-term care facility.* 
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Individuals in their 80s and 90s often find that their housing becomes 
increasingly less adapted to their functional capacities as they age. To provide 
options in community living for these older seniors there is a trend toward assisted 
housing that allows for maximum independence while providing services as 
needed. This often means incorporating new technologies that are of assistance to 
residents with special needs or allowing for their installation at a later date. 
Another important trend involves "universal design" housing, in which certain 
essential features (bathroom facilities, countertops and cupboards) are designed to 
accommodate the needs and abilities of all categories of occupants. Home builders 
who are keenly aware of future market trends, are increasingly conscious of the 
need to reconsider traditional housing designs created with the average, fully 
autonomous 30 to 40-year-old in mind.“ 


These developments can be seen as part of a growing realisation that there 
needs to be an integrated system of continuing care, including housing, social 
services, transportation and health care, to truly respond to the needs of frail 
seniors in the community. However, most of this development has occurred in the 
private sector where the prices are often prohibitive for low-income seniors. Only 
approximately 2% of community-dwelling seniors, even among the very old, live in 
housing that provides special services such as meals.” 


About 50% of older seniors change their housing status (homeowners vs. 
renters) to adapt to increasing age, moving to a house or, more often, to an 
apartment that is smaller and requires less upkeep. The other 50% remain in their 
homes until serious physical problems or the death of a spouse or other caregiver 
forces a move.” 


Most of the housing owned by older seniors tends to be older and in need of 
repair or maintenance. The upkeep of their homes and yards is of particular 
concern to older seniors to maintain the value of their homes and for their own 
self-esteem and their image in their community. Older seniors often find it very 
difficult to do this upkeep themselves and the costs of home repairs and yard 
maintenance can be very expensive, especially since most homes owned by seniors 
are older. Older seniors are sometimes afraid of "being taken" by unscrupulous 
repair or home maintenance contractors. 


The popularity of the Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program (RRAP) 
also points to a definite need for extensive modifications in existing homes to adapt 
them to seniors’ changing needs. The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 
(CMHC) has recently received additional funding to implement home modification 
programs for the frail, older senior as part of the National Strategy for the 
Integration of Disabled Persons. A pilot program called the Home Adaptations for 
Seniors’ Independence (HASI) program has been developed to help low-income 
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seniors pay for minor adaptations 50 that they can extend the time they can live 
independently in their own homes.” 


In addition, new financial options have begun to appear in Canada intended 
to make it possible for senior homeowners to remain in their homes while at the 
same time providing them with added income that they can use, for example, to 
assure home maintenance and adaptations or to buy needed services. Most are 
variations of reverse mortgages which allow individuals to take out a mortgage on 
their principal residence and defer any repayment. This is potentially a very 
important source of income and ey for the approximately 330,000 
homeowners in Canada who are 80+.* 


NACA recommends that: 


A wide range of low-cost supportive housing options, including 
group homes with services, be developed that are adapted to the 
needs of frail older seniors. 


Communities maintain and make available to older seniors lists of 
reputable and trustworthy persons to do home repair work, lawn 
maintenance, etc. 


Older seniors be offered appropriate counselling so that they can 
evaluate and make choices about the financial options available to 
them with regard to drawing income from their homes. 


6.2 Home Care 


The ability of many older seniors to cope and maintain their autonomy in the 
community despite physical disabilities or activity limitations is due to the support 
of others. About 80% of that support is provided by family members, friends and 
neighbours. 


Many older seniors also depend on formal home care. The home support 
sector will surely grow due to the increased emphasis on helping seniors remain in 
their homes, hospitals’ discharging patients earlier and treating them on an 
outpatient basis and the sheer numbers of seniors potentially requiring these 
services in the future. Home support services are provided by the public sector, 
community organizations and private agencies. They can include a broad range of 
services from baths and meal preparation to intravenous feeding and respiratory - 
therapy. About 25% of those receiving home support in the community are 85+.” 


The issue of the cost-effectiveness of home support services is still subject to 
debate but two conditions seem to be necessary to maximize the cost-effectiveness 
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of home care in the short term: strictly targeting services to clients who are really 
at risk of institutionalization; and assuring integration of the community and the 
institutional sectors. Many provinces have chosen to pursue these goals through a 
decentralized and integrated health and social service system with a single point of 
entry and case-management services to assure accessibility and continuity. This is 
particularly crucial in the case of older seniors whose needs are complex, vary 
widely and change very quickly or who require continuing or repeated feel 
specialized medical input and frequent admission to hospital.” 


A recent development in home care is the palliative care team who 
specializes in assisting both terminally-ill seniors who wish to die at home and 
their family members. Although the treatment of these patients is often restricted 
to pain control, these teams also provide moral or spiritual support to dying 
patients and to their family members. The development of these services is 
pera important for older seniors, among whom a high percentage of deaths 
occurs. 


NACA recommends that: 


Adequate home support services be developed that are integrated 
with institutional and other community services, with a single entry 
point to provide maximum accessibility, ensure a continuum of care, 
and include palliative care for seniors who wish to die at home. 


6.3 Long-term Care Facilities 


When my wife had her stroke, she spent almost a year in a hospital. 
I lived alone and was terribly depressed. When we both got accepted 
here I was really glad to be with her again. I have to admit that 
living like this with her is sometimes depressing for me. We only 
have one room and the children can’t come very often. But I’ve 
adapted. At least I’m not lonely for her anymore. 

(87-year-old man living in a long-term care 

facility with his paralysed spouse) 


My eyesight and ability to walk are very bad. I have a hard time 
getting around. But I am feeling alright because I have enough 
money, thanks to my pension, and I am in a home where people look 
after me. I don’t have any family but like being here because 
everyone is a friend. 

(90-year-old single man living in a long-term care facility) 
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They take care of me here but they don’t do it the same as I would 
myself. I can't take care of myself because I'm all "crippled up". 
Sometimes I think this place is run more for the convenience of the 
staff than for the residents. I resent having to go to bed so early just 
to suit them.... I only have $90 a month to get by on. That is not 
very much. It is very hard for me to take a car or a bus to go 
anywhere. (86-year-old widow living in a long-term care facility) 


Despite the growing emphasis on community services in long-term care and 
sheltered housing for those who are more autonomous, it is likely that the need for 
long-term care facilities or institutions” will continue to grow with the increase in 
the very old population. Sixteen pourcent of seniors 75+ were residents of 
institutions in 1991. This proportion increases rapidly with age. About one-third 
of those 85+, including 41% women and 28% men, were living in long-term care 
facilities in 1986. A relatively high percentage of older seniors will likely continue 
to spend the last years of their lives as residents of these institutions. This is 
particularly true for those older seniors who live alone or who feel insecure and 
vulnerable because of physical health problems and for those whose cognitive 
deficits make independent living difficult or impossible.” 


Issues concerning the quality of life in long-term care settings are very 
important for the older senior population. Seniors residing in these facilities wish 
to be respected as individuals and to exercise their autonomy as much as possible. 
Although individualized client assessments and care plans have been shown to be 
essential prerequisites for quality care, they are not always implemented. In some 
cases, the level of resources and personnel to maximize restoration and maintain 
activity may not be adequate.” 


Many seniors in long-term care facilities also wish to maintain as much 
continuity with their previous lives as possible. Separation from a spouse when 
serious physical or cognitive disabilities oblige the other to enter a long-term care 
facility, is often a very brutal and traumatic break in continuity with the 
individual’s past. Fortunately some facilities have the flexibility to allow couples 
who wish to continue living together to do so. Seniors also often wish to maintain 
ties with their family members and friends outside the facility and with their 
communities. This may be difficult because staff time to provide support for these 
activities may be quite limited, the location of the facilities may not invite 
community participation or transportation may be scarce and expensive to organize 
given the serious levels of disability of some residents. Access to community 
resources such as churches, stores and senior centres may also be difficult for 
disabled seniors. Increasing numbers of care facilities invite members of the 
community to bring their services or activities to residents who may find it 
difficult or impossible to go out to them. These include stores, churches or 
synagogues, community groups who organize rummage or bake sales and school 
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groups. This kind of initiative makes it easier for seniors to maintain their sense of 
integration and their ties with the community as well as allowing them to purchase 
items for their own use or gifts for friends and families.” 


Individual preferences and habits are not always respected with regard to 
daily routines in institutional settings. Administrative rules about scheduling are 
sometimes very rigid and oblige people to eat, bathe, go to bed and get up at 
hours that are not of their choice. The participation of clients in decision-making 
about the menu-planning and activities within the institution is not always 
encouraged.” 


Of special concern is the impact of long-term care on seniors of various 
cultural backgrounds. Entry into a nursing home or chronic care hospital can 
produce negative effects for anyone, but the experience of seniors who have lived 
out their lives in a particular cultural environment may be especially difficult. 
Being constrained to live in an environment that is not culturally familiar or 
"comfortable" can be very stressful. Problems of basic communication may lead to 
high levels of anxiety for both the residents and the staff. These older seniors can 
be seen as experiencing three major losses: that of family, of culture and 
community. When the increased vulnerability due to physical or mental frailty is 
added to these losses it is clear that these individuals require special support to 
cope with this challenge.” 


NACA recommends that: 


An individualized assessment of each client’s abilities and needs be 
the basis for the design of care and service plans in long-term care 
facilities. These plans should include restoration and maintenance 
of activity as appropriate. 


The environmental conditions, staffing levels and training of 
personnel working in long-term care facilities be sufficient to 
respond to the needs of the clients they are serving and the staff be 
regularly reminded to have as their goal the respect for the 
autonomy of their clients. 


Couples who wish to do so be permitted to continue living together 
or in close proximity in a long-term care facility, even if only one 
requires admission to the facility, provided that this arrangement 
does not lead to a deterioration of the health of either partner. In 
addition, the unimpaired spouse should be closely involved in care 
planning and in care provision as appropriate. 
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Community institutions (e.g., churches, businesses and stores, 
community centres) facilitate access for older seniors living in 
long-term care facilities so that they are able to maintain their 
contact with the community. This can be done, for example, by 
accommodating older seniors’ physical disabilities and particular 
needs (lighting, toilet facilities, auditory assistance, furniture), or by 
bringing their services or activities into the long-term care 
institution. 


Services be established in long-term care facilities, wherever 
appropriate, that respect the values and traditions of residents who 
are members of native or ethnic communities and that a system be 
developed to assure that verbal communication is possible with 
these clients. 


TRANSPORTATION AND MOBILITY 


I can drive into town to see my old friends because I still have my 
license. But I am afraid I may not be allowed to keep it. There is no 
local bus transport and there are not shops or amenities nearby. For 
six months a year the snow and cold make the winter hard and 
sidewalks slippery.” 

(82-year-old widow living in a large housing complex for seniors) 


When my driver's license was revoked, it was a terrible loss of 
independence. I just don’t have the money to spend on taxis and am 
too frail to use public transportation. My friends get tired of taking 
me where I need to go. 

(89-year-old widow living alone in her own home) 


I had to give up driving my car voluntarily eight years ago. I'm 
very frail now and things have gotten worse since I fractured my hip 
last year. I can get into a car fairly well but riding on city streets is 
very rough on my back. Also any sudden stops and starts are very 
painful. Buses are impossible because of my back pain and the height 
of the steps. (92-year-old widow living alone in her apartment) 


The availability of transportation is a key element in the quality of life of older 
seniors. Being able to get out to see friends, shop or visit a health professional, in 
winter as well as in summer, remains closely tied to life satisfaction. 


Transportation is an especially difficult problem for older seniors in rural 


areas and in small towns, which have a higher than average proportion of persons 
aged 80+. Between 25 and 30% of seniors living in small towns do not drive a car. 
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Many are older widows who have never learned to drive or women whose 
husbands have developed a disability that makes it impossible for them to drive. 
These older seniors report serious restrictions in their daily lives due to lack of 
transportation. Public transportation or other forms of collective transportation 
such as taxis are not always available, they are rarely adapted to the special needs 
of frail seniors and their cost is often prohibitive. Some communities have 
developed alternative options, including volunteer car-pools, subsidized taxis for 
certain target populations and the use of school buses outside of school hours, but 
these are not common.” 


Those older seniors who are able to drive cherish their licenses and dread 
the days when physical disabilities may mean a revocation of their license. 
However, although they drive much less than their younger counterparts, they are 
responsible for more accidents on a per-kilometre basis. Over 80% of drivers 75+ 
were assessed by the Insurance Corporation of British Columbia as being at least 
50% responsible for the accidents in which they were involved, compared to 68% 
of drivers aged 65-74. 


Problems of visual acuity and speed of reaction time are often to blame for 
accidents involving older seniors. Many testing centres do not have the equipment 
necessary to adequately test the reaction time of older drivers. In addition, 
highway signs are designed for drivers with a visual capacity that far exceeds that 
of the majority of drivers over 80. At night the problem is even worse since night 
vision and glare resistance decline sharply with age. The adverse influence of 
medications may aggravate the problem. Some of these difficulties can be offset by 
adjustments in driving habits (driving at reduced speeds, not driving at night or 
when using certain medications) that many older seniors have adopted, as well as 
by improvements in driving skills. Many seniors have welcomed driver refresher 
courses which help them meet the challenges of driving under present-day 
conditions and learn to adapt their driving techniques to their physical capacities. 
Unfortunately, some seniors hesitate to make use of these courses fearing that 
somehow they will lead to their licenses being revoked, if their driving skills are 
judged inadequate. These fears are completely ungrounded since these courses are 
organized through provincial Safety Councils which are non-governmental. More 
importantly these courses will help older drivers improve their driving skills to 
avoid accidents.” 


Making it possible for older seniors to keep their driver’s licenses is also 
important for others in their communities. Seniors who drive often provide 
transportation services to others, often their peers. A Statistics Canada survey 
reported that 18% of community-dwelling men 80+ provided transportation 
services to others in the preceding six months.” 
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Many older seniors enjoy walking and they are encouraged to do so to 
promote their physical fitness. However, seniors 75+ have over twice the 
pedestrian fatality rate of any age group in Canada and many of these accidents 
occur because they cross the street outside of the crosswalk. If an accident is not 
fatal, they are much more likely than their younger counterparts to be seriously 
injured and to require lengthy hospitalizations. Sensory problems (sight and 
hearing) do not seem to be as debilitating to older pedestrians as to older drivers 
but environmental conditions, such as crosswalk design and road signs, uneven 
sidewalks, and conditions due to inclement weather can have a serious impact on 
their safety.” 


NACA recommends that: 


The appropriate municipal, provincial, territorial or federal 
authorities make the necessary design changes to roadways, 
intersections and highway signs (e.g., size of lettering and placement 
of signs), and ensure the proper maintenance of sidewalks and bus- 
stops to improve the safety of older seniors who are pedestrians, 
bus-riders or drivers. 


Regular or alternative public transportation systems and adapted 
transportation systems for disabled seniors be made more widely 
available, particularly in small towns and rural areas. 


Driver refresher courses be widely available to all 80+ seniors who 
wish to continue driving and that these seniors be periodically tested 
to verify their visual acuity and their reaction time in complex 
situations. 


8. INTERPERSONAL ISSUES 


The network provided by family members and friends is often an important source 
of support and assistance as well as an opportunity to exchange services for people 
of all ages and older seniors are no exception. Strong social networks seem to 
cushion individuals from some of the most psychologically disturbing effects of 
life’s stresses. Most older seniors turn to the "informal sector" as their main 
source of support, receiving assistance as well as providing it in areas as varied as 
physical care, emotional and psychological support, financial aid, practical help, 
and leisure activities. Family members and friends can also be important sources 
of information and serve as mediators or facilitators in older seniors’ dealings with 


service providers and government "red tape". 
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8.1 Family and Social Relations 


As the older seniors age, family and friendship ties may become scarce and the 
availability of potential caregivers may be more limited. Since they frequently live 
alone, older female seniors may have fewer sources of potential social and physical 
support. Those who have weaker family ties are certainly more likely to live in a 
long-term care facility.“ 


Approximately 80% of the assistance that community-dwelling seniors 
receive comes from family members and friends. For the 68% of community- 
dwelling men 80+ who are married, this help is most likely to come from their 
spouse. For community-dwelling women 80+, two-thirds of whom are widows, 
the most frequent source of support is a daughter. A husband is the second most 
frequent source of caregiving. If neither is available, a son is often the one to 
provide the needed assistance, followed by siblings and friends.” 


For those who do continue to have strong family and friendship ties, there is 
often an ongoing exchange of services. Older seniors usually provide baby-sitting 
services (women) and home maintenance and yard work (men) to other family 
members. 


8.2. Marital Relations and Widowhood 


We were both teachers and retired together. We are really enjoying 
this period of our life together. I love my flower and vegetable 
garden. My wife plays the organ at our church. We are both 
involved in seniors’ activities a lot and go out together very often. 
We've discussed buying a condo and have considered a continuum of 
care community. More than anything we want to stay together. 
(91-year-old man living with his spouse in their own home) 


I’ve been living here alone since my husband died two and a half 
years ago. My health has greatly improved since my husband died. 
His last few years were very tiring. I don’t think I slept through the 
night more than twice a week for over four years. 

(82-year-old widow living in a seniors’ housing complex) 


An intact marriage in later life is among the best guarantees of proper health care, 
good nutrition, social connectedness and avoiding institutionalization for older 
seniors. Since women generally marry men three to ten years older than 
themselves and have a life expectancy about seven years longer than men, older 
married women are those most frequently called on to provide caregiving services 
to their spouse. This happens at a period of their lives when their physical 
capacities may well be reduced. The situation of these older female caregivers 
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merits particular attention since their efforts over the long term may lead to a 
complete depletion of their psychological and physical resources. The danger of 
possible abuse or neglect on the part of the caregiver, whether intended or not, 


may be quite real. The formal support system may end up having to care for two 
patients instead of just one. 


As mentioned earlier, widowhood is relatively common among older seniors, 
especially among women. In 1991, 33% of men 80-84 were widowers compared to 
67% of women in the same age group. The gender gap is much smaller among 
those 85-89. In this age group, 54% of men and 71% of women are widowed. 
Research indicates that after an initial and sometimes very difficult period of 
adaptation, most women tend to adjust to widowhood more easily than men, 
despite the fact that they are economically more disadvantaged. Widowers, on the 
other hand, are often financially more secure but have a more difficult time 
adjusting psychologically.”” 


NACA recommends that: 


The limits in the capacities of older seniors to provide care to their 
spouses be recognized and that they be offered adequate support 
through respite care, day care centres, multi-purpose senior centres 
and other home support services. 


Older seniors who are recently widowed are offered special 
counselling and practical support, with particular attention to the 
needs of older widowers. 


8.3 Children, Other Relatives and Friendship Ties 


I feel a lot more vulnerable since my husband's death. I count on my 
children for help. If they do not provide the assistance I need I will 
have to leave my home. I can’t climb the stairs as well as before. I 
can’t go out. I can’t even go to church. 
(86-year-old widow living alone on the second 
floor of her home (first floor rented out)) 


I'm "involved" in the support of my brain-damaged daughter, who is 
now middle-aged and lives in a long-term care institution a few 
blocks away from our home. I bring her home once a week and my 
wife visits her every day. 

(80-year-old man living with his spouse in their own home) 


I really mourn the loss of my friends. I miss most of all having 
someone to share news or encounters, reports of the day when I 
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return from shopping or an outing. I sometimes find myself saying 
"T must tell Mary about that" and then I remember that she 1s no 
longer around. We used to be a close group of six and now I am the 
only one left. 

(87-year-old widow living in a seniors’ housing complex) 


Family members and friends can provide both emotional and practical support to 
many older seniors. Today’s cohorts of both younger and older seniors have a 
relatively large pool of offspring (children and grandchildren) to whom they could 
theoretically turn for support.” Of course, many factors including geographic 
location, style of family or friendship relationships, health and economic status 
may influence the ability and willingness of family members and friends to 
provide help at any given time. 


In 1991, 63% of community-dwelling seniors aged 80+ had two or more 
living children. Cohabitation between generations is not as rare as one might 
imagine. Approximately 15% of seniors 80+ live with one or more children. This 
proportion was about twice as high for women (19%) as for men (9%). 
Cohabitation is often a guarantee of assistance and security as well as a safeguard 
against isolation and loneliness.” 


Approximately 74% of those 80+ living in the community have at least one 
living sibling. The frequency of their contacts is quite high. Approximately 13% 
said they had some form of contact with one or more of their siblings at least once 
a week and 18% reported at least monthly contact.” 


Not surprisingly, friendships are retained despite advancing age. Ina 
survey of community-dwelling seniors, 48% of those 80+ said they had two or 
more close friends. The frequency of contact with friends was again quite high 
among older seniors. While 15% said they had daily contact with one or more 
friends, 42% said they had contact at least once a week. Siblings and friends who 
are age peers can often provide familiar reference points, shared history, and 
common values in addition to multiple forms of assistance and mutual aid. 
Studies have shown, however, that friends are usually not frequent sources of 
long-term personal care. A common experience among the very old is that of 
having outlived many of their family members and friends and having a much 
more limited pool from which to choose when they move into their 90s.” 


The relations between older native and ethnic seniors and their family 
members present a special challenge. Social and health services agencies often 
assume that these groups have no need for their services, expecting that traditional 
norms of filial and inter-kin responsibility will assure a high level of cohabitation 
and assistance to elderly parents who are kept within the extended family group 
despite extreme old age and serious incapacities. It is likely that in the future the 


ye 


needs of the older seniors in native and ethnic communities will require more 
demanding and more complex care than kin members can provide. Many of these 
groups are already expressing the need for the same facilities and services as other 
older Canadian seniors, provided within a context or with elements of different 
cultural traditions.” More research is necessary to determine the level of cultural 
accommodation that is required by these individuals. Several factors must be 
taken into consideration including the number of years spent in Canada, the age at 
which immigration occurred and fluency in one of Canada’s two official languages. 


NACA recommends that: 


Formal service providers recognize the limits in the availability and 
capacities of children, other relatives and friends as informal 
caregivers as well as the fact that some older seniors do not have 
reliable sources of informal support. 


Assumptions about norms of family support in native and ethnic 
communities not lead formal service providers to neglect providing 
adequate and culturally sensitive care and support services. 


9. ETHICAL ISSUES 


I want to continue living alone. My children worry about me and 
call often. They’ve invited me to live with them but I want to stay 
here as long as I can. They pitch in to help me pay every month to 
have Lifeline services so I can get help quickly in case anything 
happens to me. 

(79-year-old widower living alone in his apartment) 


I had lost the sight in my right eye many years ago and began to lose 
sight in the other eye about eight years ago. As my eyesight became 
worse I became depressed. I hesitated to have an implant because of 
the experience of one of my friends whose implant had failed. But 
when I could hardly see at all I changed my mind. My life has been 
transformed and I feel alive again. I feel there is a purpose for living 
and enjoy every day now that I can see. 

(94-year-old widower living in a seniors’ residence) 


The situation of many older seniors gives rise to several ethical issues that are 
especially pertinent to the quality of life of this population group, both now and in 
the future. These include the choice to live "at risk" despite increased frailty; the 
incidence of abuse involving older seniors; older seniors’ right to participate in 
decision-making about the health and social care they receive and to refuse 
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treatment; substitute decision-making in cases of incapacity; and the criteria used in 
limiting access to services. 


Making choices about how to live out one’s life is basic to the individual's 
sense of self-esteem and dignity. In the case of older seniors their basic security is 
often an issue and their right to choose to live "at risk" is sometimes questioned in 
a way that would never be acceptable in the case of a younger adult. 


The issue of abuse of older seniors, whether physical, emotional or financial, 
is receiving increased attention. Estimates of the incidence of abuse and neglect of 
seniors vary between 3-5%, although it is generally recognized that these figures 
probably underestimate the reality. Very old, dependent seniors whose health is 
frail are among the most vulnerable to abuse. The stressful task of caring for older 
seniors who are mentally impaired or physically very disabled has been shown to 
sometimes lead to a cycle of violence in which caregivers react through abuse to a 
situation in which they perceive themselves to be victims or in which they have, in 
fact, been abused. This points to a serious lack of training and support for 
informal or formal caregivers who are faced with very demanding tasks.” 


Choice about medical treatment is another issue of major concern to older 
seniors. Modern ethics and law require that physicians disclose their diagnosis, 
their prognosis and the options available to patients. After making 
recommendations they must receive informed consent before treatment. Normally 
this procedure assures that patients are protected against any unwanted 
intervention but the frail health and diminished cognitive abilities of some older 
seniors complicate the procedure. As well, decisions may have to be made very 
rapidly concerning the use of technology to revive or provide life support to 
extremely frail individuals. Issues about substitute decision-making often arise in 
this context. It is important to examine the basis on which decisions are made and 
the roles of the individual, family members and professionals in making them.” 


Rationing of health care using age as the sole criterion is clearly not 
acceptable, but "triage" or limiting access to services based on the expected efficacy 
of health care interventions is quite another matter. There appears to be a general 
agreement that an intervention is justified when there is some reasonable 
expectation that it can have a positive impact on the health status or quality of life 
of the patient, but it remains to be determined what a reasonable expectation 
actually is.” 


Canadian society cannot avoid addressing these ethical issues as well as 
other life and death issues, like active and passive euthanasia, living wills, and 
advance directives that have received so much media and public attention over the 
past years. Some positions may be found to be clearly in contradiction with the 
basic principles of respect for human life upon which Canada is founded and with 
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the codes of practice of professional associations. But others may be found to be 
reasonable and acceptable solutions to very real problems. It is urgent that these 
issues be the object of serious public debate and that they be resolved based on 
shared societal values and standards. 


NACA recommends that: 


The rights of older seniors to choose to live "at risk" be respected as 
long as the senior is not found to be incompetent and is not likely to 
harm anyone else. 


The varied forms of abuse involving older seniors, as victims or 
perpetrators, be recognized as such and properly understood and 
that methods be developed to deal with this abuse effectively to 
prevent further occurrences. 


Public debate be encouraged and include the views of older seniors 
themselves, to clarify individual, community and societal standards 
concerning ethical issues such as living wills, advance directives, 
rationing of health and social service resources and euthanasia; and 
that necessary mechanisms be put in place to implement the 
resulting decisions. 


CONCLUSION 


When you get to be my age you appreciate every day you wake up. I 
still have lots of things I want to do and feel that time is running 
out. It’s frustrating but I know that I have to accept growing old. 
I’m not afraid of dying but I’m worried about where my wife and I 
will go if we become seriously ill and dependent. 

(82-year-old man living with his spouse in an apartment) 


I am doing more now than I ever dreamed possible. It is incredible 
and so rewarding. I’m being listened to.... My experience before had 
been that people over 80 are looked at askance when we behave 
normally. If I take someone to task for some home support policy it 
leaves them stunned. When I ask awkward questions the response 
often is: "You are too old to be speaking like that.” 

(82-year-old woman living in an apartment with her spouse) 


Historically, Canada has never had as many seniors 80+ as it has today and this 
population group will certainly grow quite rapidly in future years. These seniors 
represent an extraordinary variety of individual strengths and weaknesses, of life 
experiences ranging from resounding success stories to tragic failures. They are 
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living pages of history from whom all members of society can learn. It is essential 
to call on the deep-rooted sense of solidarity between generations within families 
and communities and across the nation to remind Canadians of the accumulation 
of the contributions of the past and the common stake we all have in one another’s 
well-being. 


There is no doubt that many older seniors are going to need assistance and 
support. In other words, they will be dependent on others in some areas of their 
lives. But this is, of course, a question of degree and perception, since 
independence is a continuum of varying degrees of self-determination. In fact, 
most older seniors, like other members of the society, live quite interdependently 
and in situations characterized by reciprocity rather than in real and total 
dependency. This fact must be underlined. Seniors have said that the really 
painful dependency results from needing the help of others while being unable to 
negotiate the terms of the help received. 


Canada can be proud of its achievements in extending the life expectancy of 
its senior population. The next step is to assure that the extra years provided to 
our oldest seniors are fulfilling and rewarding and that the quality of their lives is 
maintained. 
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